THE SALON OF MADAME GEOFFRIN
pedants, and nobody would have had her more learned. If she
made blunders, she quickly retrieved them with a joke. She
considered that learning for women was useless. She said: 1
have done so well without it that I have never felt the need of
it/ And, indeed, one is inclined to agree with her when one
recalls some specimens of feminine learning begotten by
Satan in a fit of mirth at the higher education of women. Had
Toinette been a little blue-stocking instead of a delightful and
accomplished young woman, she would have found the doors
of Madame Geoffrin's salon even harder to force than they
were. For as it was, Madame Geoffrin, noticing that women
distracted and broke up the conversation and prevented her
from being the centre of unity, never allowed them within her
doors. Madame de Lespinasse was the only woman invited in
later times to the main gathering. It was to select little supper
parties, probably when serious discussion was over, that a few
women, the flower of French society, were invited, together
with foreign visitors, ambassadors, nobles and men of learning.
Toinette sensed the prickles of the situation and, with her
social astuteness, won her hostess's favour by delicate flattery
and a gush of politeness which could be quite embarrassing.
She begged to be allowed to come sometimes to the salon 'to
acquire wit and good manners'; she said that her uncle's
guests were excellent people, but 'exceedingly bad style'. Who
is the woman to resist this persevering semblance of meek-
ness? To Madame de la Ferte-Imbault she would exclaim:
'How lucky you are! You live constantly with that charming
due de Nivernais, that amiable abbe de Bernis and that Gentil-
Bernard, and you can get them as often as you like! And I
have all the trouble in the world to persuade one of them to
come to Uncle Tournehem's, because his company bores
them.' She knew that candour often pays, and is better than
concealment when it comes to a social position of thorny
ambiguity. Madame de la Ferte-Imbault, an excellent person,
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